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ENGAGING LAW STUDENTS  
TO PROMOTE  
PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH 
JAMES DUFFY, RACHAEL FIELD and MELINDA SHIRLEY 
n 2009, the Brain & Mind Research Institute (‘BMRI’), with the financial support of the Tristan Jepson Memorial Foundation, 
conducted a survey of 741 law students studying at 13 Australian law schools.
1
 This research is part of a body of work which has 
raised concerns about the psychological health of Australian law students.
2
 According to the BMRI’s study, 35.2 per cent of law 
students experience high levels of psychological distress. This can be compared with 17.8 per cent of medicine students who 
experience high levels of psychological distress and 13.3 per cent of people aged between 18 and 34 in the general population.
3
 
The results of the BMRI study mirror similar trends for law students in the United States.
4
  
In the US, efforts to understand why law students experience high levels of psychological distress have pointed to characteristics 
evident in the students themselves, such as competitiveness
5
 and a commitment to high achievement.
6
 They have also highlighted 
the culture of legal education, which can be said to emphasise doctrinal content and linear thinking
7
 and de-emphasise creativity, 
personal values, reflexivity, and interdisciplinary factors such as justice and social policy.
8
 Legal education has also been criticised 
for being structured in ways that are ‘controlling and autonomy-denying’;
9
 for imposing excessive workloads on students, and for 
failing to provide adequate staff/student interaction, or a balanced approach to personal and professional skill development.
10
 Some 
of the literature also suggests that legal education promotes personality traits such as defensiveness, perfectionism and pessimism 
which can lead to unhappiness.
11
 
The emergent understanding in the Australian context of concerns for the psychological health of law students creates an 
imperative for legal educators to act.
12
 The BMRI report has emphasised the important role for the legal academic community in 
promoting the psychological health of law students, stressing that this is not a problem that the students as individuals should be 
left to manage privately, or on their own.
13
 Hall, too, has argued that the mental health of law students is a problem that must be 
addressed by the legal academy as a community.
14
 It is the responsibility of legal educators to support student learning, to create 
constructive learning experiences, and to promote the development of positive personal and professional identities for students of 
law.
15
 Most importantly legal academics should design legal curricula in order to ‘do no harm’ through legal education.  
In this article we argue that one approach to fulfilling these responsibilities is to intentionally design legal curricula so as to better 
promote students’ engagement with their legal education. Student engagement is a key to the promotion of good mental health in 
law students — by supporting student involvement and connectedness with their university experience, it promotes well-being 
through belonging and fit.
16
 Student engagement also supports high quality student learning, and deep learning outcomes. Martin 
Seligman, a proponent of positive psychology, has highlighted engagement as a key element of well-being.
17
 
For these reasons, attention to achieving better levels of student engagement is not only important for supporting the psychological 
health of law students, it is a critical issue for the overall quality of higher education in Australia and internationally.
18
 It is notable 
that the Australasian Universities Survey of Student Engagement (‘AUSSE’) 2010 Report indicates that Australian universities need 
to improve their performance in key areas of student engagement. The report tells us, for example, that on a performance measure 
metric of 1–100, active learning performance falls below 40 and staff/student interaction performance, and performance in providing 
enriching educational experiences hover at a very low level close to 20.
19
 
The AUSSE report states that ‘student engagement is an idea focused on students and their interactions with their institution. It rests 
on the premise that learning is influenced by how an individual participates in educationally purposeful activities and on how 
institutions and staff generate conditions to stimulate involvement.’ 20 Ideally student engagement should be promoted through a 
whole-of-institution, transformative approach to curriculum.
21
 Such an approach would conceive of ‘curriculum’ in a very broad sense 
as an ‘academic and social organizing device.’ 22 However, student engagement can also be achieved quickly, effectively and 
efficiently at the localised Faculty or School level through simple yet strategic curriculum design improvements. Such strategies can 
be implemented easily, with positive implications for law student mental health and well-being through the promotion of student 
engagement. There are also strategies that students can adopt to help themselves to better engage with their legal education. 
This article articulates some student engagement focussed strategies that law faculties might adopt to promote the psychological 
health of law students. These strategies are: ensuring active learning in lectures, demonstrating concern for students and their 
learning, and better managing student expectations and the learning environment. This article also articulates some positive 
self-help strategies for students to improve their own engagement levels with their legal education.  
Ensuring active learning in lectures 
The law lecture continues to be one of the most widely used and visible teaching methods in Australian law schools. The lecture 
format however, often fails to promote active student engagement. As a result of high student to lecturer ratios, a focus on the 
delivery of subject content rather than the promotion of understanding and skill development
23
 and reduced levels of discussion and 
interaction, lectures often represent a passive and relatively disengaged learning environment. 
There is potential for law lectures to promote engaged learning and to be an efficient and effective way to support the learning of a 
large number of students.
24
 In order to achieve this, a lecture must be more than simply a forum where a law teacher imparts 
information about substantive doctrinal content. A lecture must incorporate an opportunity for active learning so that it constitutes a 
shared, positive learning experience.
25
 Biggs argues strongly that the promotion of learning activity is central to achieving student 
I 
engagement.
26
 Indeed, ‘learner activity and interacting with others’ are cited as two critical characteristics of rich, and therefore 
engaging, learning environments.
27
 Shuell states that ‘what the student does is actually more important in determining what is 
learned than what the teacher does.’
28
 To promote student engagement (and thereby student well-being) law lectures should 
therefore provide opportunities for students to be active and collaborative; they should not involve passive, ‘spectator sport’ learning 
for students.
29
  
Certainly, facilitating and managing active and collaborative learning in large group lectures can be a significant challenge. A diverse 
range of approaches exist, however, to create opportunities for active learning in the large group lecture environment.
30
 In particular, 
active learning can be promoted through discussion, questions and answers and by interactive demonstrations (for example, 
approaches to legal thinking and legal problem solving).
31
 Laurillard’s ‘conversational framework’ is a useful strategy for supporting 
learner activity in lectures through the provision of engaging layers of discursive interaction.
32
 Simply stated, Laurillard’s framework 
harnesses the tool of discussion to promote student activity through conversation in order to make learning ‘lively, dynamic, engaging 
and full of life.’
33
 Even in large lecture groups, conversational activity can create discursive, active and collaborative learning that will 
promote law student engagement with ‘the content of learning tasks’ in a way that enables them ‘to reach understanding’.
34
 It is 
through the exchange of critical perspectives in student discursive activity that constructivist learning can be encouraged. 
In order for active learning strategies to work in lectures, it is important that the learning environment is carefully managed. First, 
ground rules must be set for the discursive aspects of the lecture. If conversations are to take place in the large group between 
students and the lecturer, then it is important that only one person speaks at a time. If small group discussions are taking place, 
students need to agree to act on the lecturer’s cues about when that discussion needs to stop. Active lectures can be loud 
environments, but students also need to feel that they are not out of control. Second, students offering their comments, input and 
ideas in large lecture environments need to be supported. This can be done by acknowledging the challenges students face, and 
by explicitly explaining the benefits of engagement in active learning.
 35
 Supporting student engagement in active learning 
strategies is necessary because many students of law are cautious to offer analyses or perspectives, and this can be compounded 
for high achieving law students who may well be afraid of failure or humiliation in a large group learning environment. Lake, for 
example, has suggested that many law students experience an ‘imposter syndrome’.
36
 This means that they feel that other 
students are brighter and more able than they are, or that others understand better what is being learned. 
Promoting greater student engagement in lectures by focussing on active learning in law lectures will not only support students in 
achieving deeper levels of learning and in becoming independent learners of a subject area.
37
 It will also support and promote the 
psychological wellbeing of students. 
Demonstrating concern for students and their learning 
Another way for law academics to promote student engagement is to explicitly demonstrate concern for students and their 
learning.
38
 The genesis of this argument is that students will better engage with their legal education if they are taught by academic 
staff who show a genuine interest in them and the subject area being taught. Academic staff must make their commitment to 
supporting student learning explicit and evident. Ramsden calls for tertiary teachers to demonstrate concern and respect for their 
students and for student learning, noting that the achievement of good teaching (and therefore effective learning) in tertiary 
environments requires academics to be conscious and considerate of students.
39
 Biggs highlights that the demonstration of 
concern can create a positive and engaging learning climate and can motivate students to learn.
40
 
Law academics may not readily accept the need to demonstrate a concern for student learning in the current research-focussed 
culture of the tertiary sector. With the achievement of high quality research outputs taking priority in many Australian law schools 
due to external measures of academic achievement and success, the suggestion that extra time and effort might be spent on an 
explicit pastoral role for academics is likely to be met with some resistance. However, demonstrating care and concern for students 
and their learning has the potential to promote student engagement, and thereby support the psychological wellbeing of students. 
At the very least, it is a worthwhile time investment when the stakes (student mental health) are so high. Many law academics do 
genuinely care about their students, but this is not always communicated to the student cohort. 
In arguing for the explicit communication of concern for students and their learning, it is not suggested that academic staff should 
‘befriend’ students. The law teacher-student relationship is one of trust and confidence. Therefore, any concern for students 
demonstrated by academic staff must sit within the boundaries of professionalism.
41
 Social media such as MySpace, Facebook, 
LinkedIn and Twitter provide new and exciting platforms for teacher innovation and student engagement. These mediums also 
make possible a level of interaction between legal academics and students that must be managed ethically and appropriately so 
as not to ‘muddy’ appropriate professional boundaries. Academic staff can empathise with students and the issues they face in  
their learning, and they can form positive relationships with teaching groups and individuals. However, academic staff should 
avoid any sense of pitching themselves as friends to students, so they do not risk compromising or diminishing their academic 
experience, knowledge and authority. 
A constructive framework for demonstrating concern and respect for student learning is for law academics to view themselves as a 
‘learning colleague’ to students. A learning colleague facilitates learning and provides the structure and help that students need to 
understand unit materials and concepts for themselves. In addition, a learning colleague acknowledges that they learn from 
students, just as students learn from them. The notion of a learning colleague also echoes one of Ramsden’s principles of effective 
teaching, which is to ensure that teachers learn from students.
42
 
Skilful management of student expectations and the learning environment 
Student engagement with their learning of law can be motivated effectively, and a positive climate for learning can be created, 
where both student expectations and the learning environment are skilfully managed. By promoting student engagement, these 
strategies are also important to supporting the psychological well-being of law students. Such strategies are consistent with two of 
Ramsden’s principles of effective tertiary teaching which involve ensuring that students are given clear goals, and that learning 
environments are managed so that they encourage student independence.
43
 
Managing student expectations is critical to successfully engaging students with their learning of  law. Many law students have 
relatively uncomplicated expectations of their teachers — they expect them to be professional, organised, and knowledgeable. 
However, others may need to be guided about the level of contact and interaction that can be appropria tely expected, 
particularly outside the classroom (for example, email communication). 
Students may not be clear about what is expected of them, particularly as they progress from subject to subject and encounter 
different academic staff. A key to dealing effectively with student expectations is for law academics to make their expectations of 
students as explicit as possible, as early in the semester as possible and to reinforce them in a positive way throughout the 
semester. For example, students should know what levels of preparation are expected of them; what levels of active interaction are 
expected of them and (as stated above) academic staff should set guidelines for that interaction.  
To achieve high levels of student engagement, and thereby to promote psychological well-being in law students, law teachers must 
also manage the learning environment effectively. Most legal academics have experienced positive classrooms that have 
performed very well; that is, where students have engaged with the topic at issue, where they have voiced their opinions and 
generally have enjoyed the learning process. Most legal academics have also had some negative experiences of the law 
classroom, where no-one has prepared and students seem disinterested and restless. In these instances, a strategy for law 
teachers is to actively manage the psychological phenomenon known as ‘emotional contagion’. 
Emotional contagion ‘refers to the tendency to catch another person’s emotions.’
44
 It represents a capacity ‘to automatically mimic 
and synchronize expressions, vocalizations, postures, and movements with those of another person’s and, consequently, to 
converge emotionally.’
45
 If law teachers understand the implications of emotional contagion, they can actively manage the 
phenomenon in order to create a positive learning environment, even if students are flat, low-energy or disinterested.  
The Pygmalion effect is relevant to this process.
46
 The Pygmalion effect is premised on the idea that an individual will modify their 
behaviour and thought processes to align with the expectations of a person in authority, for example, a legal academic. The effect is 
related to the theory that persistently held self-beliefs can become a reality.
47
 Formally defined, the Pygmalion effect:  
is a special case of self-fulfilling prophecy whereby a person’s (perceiver’s) expectations of another (target) are transferred to, or otherwise have 
an influence on, the target such that the target ultimately modifies his or her behaviour or achievement level in conformity with the expectations.
48
 
In a teaching context, a law teacher with a positive regard and high expectations for students can induce those students to act in 
ways that meet their expectations. Praise and positive language in the classroom environment can nurture self belief in students 
and encourage them to adopt behaviours consistent with meeting high expectations. 
The negative psychological counterpart to the Pygmalion effect is called the Golem effect. This involves a situation where low 
expectations of an authority figure result in low performances of the target.
49
 Even well intending law teachers may fall afoul of the 
Golem effect by consistently setting low and too easily achieved goals for students, thereby underselling the academic potential of 
students. The skill for law teachers is to establish high targets as well as high hopes for law students, without setting them up to fail.  
In these ways, strategic management of both student expectations and also the learning environment can impact positively on 
student engagement with their learning of law, and thereby contribute effectively to the promotion of psychological well-being for law 
students. 
Self-help engagement strategies  
While it is important to acknowledge the responsibility of the legal academy in implementing strategies that aim to promote the 
psychological wellbeing of law students, it is also critical to consider ways in which students might actively help themselves to 
cope with the rigours and stresses of law school. As Hyman has said of the practice of law (and the statement also applies to 
the study of law) ‘we will never be free of stress, the question is how we manage to live with it.’
50
 There is, therefore an 
imperative for students to seek out ways that will assist them in coping with law school and in achieving high levels of 
engagement with their learning.
51
 
A variety of approaches are currently being offered around Australian law schools to support students to help themselves achieve 
better engagement with their learning. These strategies include co-curricular pastoral care interventions such as peer assisted 
learning,
52
 as well as resources to promote students’ resilience and mindfulness meditation training. 
In terms of promoting students’ resilience, at QUT Law School for example, a Resilience website articulates a range of ways 
students can help themselves to cope better with the pressures and stresses of their legal education.
53
 Some of the ideas offered 
are simply common sense, but it is important to emphasise them to students because when they are experiencing stress and 
anxiety they may not have the capacity to think clearly about how to help themselves. Some of the suggestions include to: 
• Have a positive outlook and see difficulties as a challenge not a threat 
• Develop a support network of friends and family 
• Learn to ask for assistance and to acknowledge when you don’t know or understand something or need help 
• Write (realistic) lists of tasks and manage them in order of priority 
• Have a hobby, or social or sporting interests, outside your work and study 
• Use a schedule to plan your activities and ensure a balance of activities across academic and social activities 
• Avoid procrastinating and get started on the tasks you need to do  
• Sleep well 
• Eat healthily 
• Practice self-relaxation techniques (for example, stretching, exercise, deep breathing, socialising) 
• Have a sense of humour 
• Know that you are not alone. 
Another self-help strategy students can adopt to cope with the stress of the study of law is the practice of meditation. The practice 
of mindfulness meditation has been particularly promoted in the context of legal education and practice.
54
  
In its most general sense, meditation can be understood as a way of training one’s mind to contemplate a particular topic carefully, 
considerately and thoroughly.
55
 Carroll has described mindfulness meditation as ‘a friendly gesture towards ourselves in which we 
take time simply to be.’
56
 Hyman describes it as ‘a way of learning how to be present as a person, finding a ground of ‘being’ from 
which ‘doing’ may arise more clearly and effectively.’
57
 Hyman notes that the point of mindfulness meditation is ‘not to cultivate a 
particular state of mind believed to be desirable, such as happiness or contentment, although they may be by-products; rather, the 
mindfulness practitioner simply sits with whatever arises in his or her mind.’
58
 
The practice of mindfulness meditation involves a person sitting and ‘observing mental events arising — whether as thoughts, 
emotions, bodily sensations, sense perceptions, or daydreams — the mindfulness practitioner becomes familiar with the contents of 
the mind and their patterns.’
59
 The mindfulness practitioner deliberately avoids ‘the impulse to evaluate, change or reject these 
contents, the practitioner learns to see them merely as phenomena that arise, dwell, and then pass away, much like scenery 
passing by.’
60
  
Mindfulness meditation therefore has a ‘remedial’ effect by helping to address stress and manage pressure.
61
 It has been identified 
as able to help address ingrained habits and strengthen awareness, which can in turn significantly improve interactions with others 
and relationships.
62
 Through bringing about an improved sense of balance within individuals, mindfulness meditation can support 
qualities that might have a positive impact on a student’s capacity to engage in their learning, such as active listening, empathy, 
avoiding unnecessary resistance to ideas, coping with negative stimuli and problem-solving.
63
 
In 2002 Leonard Riskin identified mindfulness meditation as a way to address levels of psychological distress for law students and 
practitioners by: 
(1) helping lawyers feel and perform better in general, and (2) weakening the dominance of adversarial mind-sets, enabling some lawyers to 
make room for – and act from – broader and deeper perspectives, thereby providing more appropriate service (especially through better listening 
and negotiation) and gaining more personal satisfaction from their work.
64
 
It is acknowledged that mindfulness meditation is not for everyone. It is only one of a spectrum of self-help strategies that students’ 
can adopt to support their own psychological wellbeing by promoting their engagement with their learning. It is nevertheless an option 
with significant potential and worthy of further consideration. 
Conclusion 
We believe that the existing research on the need to promote the psychological wellbeing of law students creates an imperative for 
law faculties to act, but also for law students to do what they can to help themselves. This article offers some strategic ways for 
legal academics to achieve higher levels of student engagement as a way of addressing the currently high levels of psychological 
distress being experienced by law students. The strategies suggested here can be relatively easily and quickly implemented but 
have the potential to make a difference. Creating opportunities for active learning in lectures, demonstrating concern for students 
and their learning, and managing student expectations and the learning environment are all positive steps that can be taken by 
academic staff. When coupled with student deployed resilience strategies such as mindfulness meditation practice, these measures 
represent an active first step in the fight against poor mental health amongst law students. 
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